Differential expression of natural killer activating and inhibitory receptors in patients with newly diagnosed systemic lupus erythematosus.
Systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE) presents as the abnormal activation and over-proliferation of immune competent cells. Few studies have characterized the role of natural killer (NK) and NK T (NKT) cells in the pathogenesis of SLE, and therefore a consensus has not been reached as yet. Thirty-two patients with new-onset SLE and 15 healthy controls were recruited. Activated and inhibitory NK and NKT cells in peripheral blood were quantified by flow cytometry. The proportions of spontaneous and stimulated interferon (IFN)-γ(+) NK and NKT cells and CD107a(+) NK cells was examined. Finally, the potential relationship between the cell subsets and clinical indexes was analyzed. The proportions of NK and NKT cells (P = 0.002 and 0.004, respectively) as well as the proportions of NKG2C(+) NK cells, inhibitory NK and NKT cell subsets (P = 0.016, P = 0.019, P = 0.049, and P = 0.028, respectively) in SLE patients were significantly lower than those in controls. In contrast, the proportions of activated NK cells and NKT cell subsets were significantly higher (P = 0.036, P = 0.034, P = 0.005, and P = 0.007, respectively). Moreover, the proportions of stimulated IFN-γ(+) NKT cells were significantly higher than in the controls, and the proportions of stimulated CD107a(+) NKT cells in SLE patients were significantly lower than in the controls (P = 0.032 and P = 0.02, respectively). Lower proportions of NK and NKT cells, higher proportions of activated NK cells and activated NKT cells, lower proportions of inhibitory NK and NKT cells, higher NKT cell activity, and lower NKT cell degranulation may induce the autoimmune reaction involved in the pathogenesis of SLE.